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The Control of Poison Ivy' 
A. L. BAKKE AND E. P. SYLWESTER 
Poison ivy (Rh us radicans L.) is a woody perennial, reproducing 
by seeds and creeping root stalks. It is found in rocky fields, pas-
tures, fence rows, on roadsides, railroad embankments, under 
telephone lines, and in rich alluvial woodlands. Poison ivy is 
native in Iowa and widespread throughout the United States and 
Canada. Earliest mention of poison ivy was made by Captain 
John Smith in 1609 . .J. P. Cornut described the plant in his work 
on Canadian plants in 16'Ei. It has been shown that as many as 
26 different kinds of birds arc responsible for the wide dissemin-
ation of poison ivy. 
Poison ivy is found in every county in Iowa. The plant is gener-
ally well enough known so as not to warrant further description. 
Gray's Manual of Botany. 8th Edition, lists seven major species 
in the genus Rhus. There is a great deal of variation in habit and 
leaf form among the different species. 
Unfortunately, much poison ivy is frequently found in our 
state and city parks and other public areas such as Camp Fire 
Girls' Camps, Girl Scout Camps, Boy Scout Camps, and 4-H 
Camps. Herc its presence is a constant menace to the people 
utilizing such recreational facilities. Since the advent of reliable 
chemicals which kill the plant, the presence of poison ivy in such 
areas is mute evidence of the poor stewardship of the land and 
the lack of concern by those in charge of such areas for the general 
public welfare. During the year 1954-55 Dr. John G. Grant re-
ported 47 cases of ivy poisoning at the Iowa State College Hos-
pital. 
The nature of ivy poisoning and the substances responsible 
therefore are described by McNair. 2 McCartney3 presents home 
remedies for the prevention and cure of poison ivy. It should be 
pointed out that in the "good old days" of home remedies and 
in the bvgonc days of phy>ician scarcity and distance and early 
pioneer hardiness, home remedies had, of necessity, to suffice. 
At the present time there is some hope of early development of 
scrums to be administered by competent physicians to combat 
susceptibility or infections. At the present time, it is best to say 
that all cases of ivy poisoning, however light, belong in the hands 
1 Journal Paper No. J-3046 of the Iowa Agr. Exp. Sta., Ames, Iowa. 
Project No. 1121. 
'Mc:\air, James B. Rhus dermatitis, University of Chicago Press. 
Chicago, 1923. 
'McCartney, Gerald. The Poisonous Plants of North Carolina Bul-
letin, North Carolina State Board of Agriculture 22 (9) 14-15, 1901. 
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of a competent physician. 
Pammel and King"' in 1926 suggested cultural control of poison 
ivy through thorough cultivation; namely, by persistently cut-
ting it off below the surface of the ground and ultimately de-
stroying the infestation. This cultural method of control embraces 
slow starvation and depiction of the food reserves in the roots. The 
ust' of sodium arsenite as a soil drench at the rate of 1-2 pounds 
per 50 gallons of water was also suggested by these authors. The 
use of arsenic compounds for the control of perennial weeds has 
nt>vcr been generally recommended because of the poisonous nature 
of the chemical. Certainly with better, cheaper and safer materials 
now on the market sodium arscnite cannot be recommended for 
poison ivy control. 
From 1926 to 19'.)5 the two main chemicals advocated for the 
control of poison ivy were sodium chlorate and Atlacide. Spread-
ing either chemical dry in the fall of the year at the rate of 5 
pounds per square rod gaw excellent: control. Eithn material 
mixed at the rate of one pound per gallon of water, applied to the 
foliage in June or July until the foliage is dripping wet, was also 
effective. Either treatment needs follow-up applications to make it 
compcltcly effective. Neither chemical can he used near valuable 
trees or shrubs since the roots of such plants are injured and the 
material is translocated to the parent plants. Both materials are 
soil-sterilizing compounds. 
In 1935 ammonium sulfa mate ( Amma tc) appeared on the mar-
k<:t. This material, unlike sodium chlorate or Atlacidc, is non-
flammable. It is used at the rate of one pound per gallon of water 
and sprayed on poison ivy foliage the latter part of June or early 
July. It is very specific in its action against poison ivy. Further-
more, with careful spraying it is possible to eradicate patches of 
poison ivy directly under well-established fruit or shade trees, pro-
vided only the foliage is sprayed until it is moist and the soil is not 
drenched with the solution. Again it is necessary to put on follow-
up treatments if complete control is to be accomplished. The 
material is not poisonous to livestock, is safe to handle, easily 
procurable, and rea-;onabk in price» Like sodium chlorate and 
Atlacide, the material is slightly corrosive to metals, so all equip-
ment used in application should be thoroughly cleaned. 
In 1944, 2,4-D was introduced as an herbicide. In fact, one of 
the first weeds on which 2,4-D was successfully used was poison 
ivy. The early issues of the Proceedings of the North Central Weed 
Control Conference, starting in 1945, contained statements as to 
the effectiveness of 2,4-D against poison ivy. From 1945, ammoni-
um sulfamatc (Ammate), 2,4-D, 2,4,5-T, and the chemical com-
bination of 2,4-D and 2, 4, S-T known commercially as "brush 
'Parnmel, L. H. and King, C. M. Weed Flora of Iowa. fa. Geo!. Sur. 
Bu!. 4:212-214. 1926. 
2
Proceedings of the Iowa Academy of Science, Vol. 63 [1956], No. 1, Art. 34
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol63/iss1/34
1956] POISON IVY CONTROL 361 
killer" have formed the backbone of control recommendations for 
poison ivy. Recently, another material, namely, amino triazole 
(3-amino-1,2,4-triazole) has given very encouraging results in the 
control of this pest. Additional work is needed, however, to deter-
mine whether or not this new chemical has advantages in killing 
poison ivy concerning effectiveness. availability, or cost over that 
of Am mate, 2,4-D. 2 .4,5-T or "brush killer." 
Poison ivy growing in an erect position can be handled rather 
easily b\· means of dormant treatment or foliage sprays. Very 
often the climbing vines, where the leaves and fruit may be as 
high as 40 feet above the ground, prt'sent anothPr problem. The 
vines may be cut with an axe and the stumps of such vines treated 
with "brush killer" solution, resulting in good control. Cutting 
off such vines, however, exposes the worker even more to the 
action of this poisonous plant. Any regrowth which occurs from 
such treated stumps may be sprayed later with either 2,4-D, 2,4,5-
T, "brush killer" or Ammate. Basal spraying of stumps and trees is 
an teffective method of controlling undesirable stump regrowth, 
brush. or small trees. 
Vine Treatments in '54 and '55 
In March, 1954, 9 large poison ivy vines were basally treated, 
utilizing saturation with a solution comprising one quart of "brush 
killer" in 'J gallons of fuel oil. Care was taken not to spray the 
supporting trees. Results in the fall of 1954 and again in the 
spring of 1955 indicated complete kills of such poison ivy vines, 
some of which had attained a height of 30 feet. 
On April 12, 1955, 6 more trees were treated, which bore poison 
ivy vines to the height of '.~0-40 feet. Strips of cheesecloth were 
saturated in a "brush killer" solution, made up of one quart of 
''brush killer" to :) gallons of fuel oil. These cheesecloth strips 
were wrapped around the ivy vines near the ground level, tied 
tightly, and left attached for the remainder of the season. The 
specific material used was Dow Estcron Brush Killer, containing 
50-50 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T at the rate of 4 pounds per gallon of 
concentrate. Examination at frequent intervals throughout the 
season indicated that the vines were dead, whilte no effect was 
apparent on any of the trees. \Vhere the vine and the tree were 
basally sprayed to runoff to a height of 18 inches with "brush 
.killer" in fuel oil at the rate of one quart of "brush killer" to 5 
gallons of fuel oil, the poison ivy vines as well as the trees were 
killed. Such "basal treatment" can be made and is effective during 
the dormant season of the year especially where the ivy has climb-
ed onto fence posts. Poison ivy growing in fence rows can also be 
foliage sprayed during the last two \\eeks in June and the first 
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two weeks in July, using "brush killer" conct'ntrate at the rate 
of one quart of "brush killer" to 25 gallons of water and the 
plants sprayed to runoff. 
Experiments and experience over the last 25 years have shown 
that several chemicals can be recommended for the control of poison 
ivy. The choice depends upon the situation and extent of the 
patches. Some of these are as follows: 
1. Sodium chlorate or Atlacide applied dry in the fall of the 
year at the rate of 5 lbs. per square rod,. should be used only along 
open fence rows and at least 50 feet away from desirable 
shrubs or trees. Survivors, if any, must be retreated. Sodium chlor-
ate and Atlacide are non-selective, kill everything with which they 
come into contact. Either material can be used as a foliage spray, 
using 1 lb. per gallon of water and spraying plants in full foliage 
until dripping wet. Retreatments must be made if there arc sur-
vivors. Usually two applications are sufficient. 
2. Ammonium sulfamate ( Ammate) used as a foliage spray. 
This material is dissolved at the rate of 1 lb. per gallon of water 
and applied as a foliage spray when the poison ivy is in full folia,ge 
during the latter part of June or the first part of July. Plants must 
be sprayed until dripping wet. Likr sodium chlorate, ammonium 
sulfamate is non-selective and kills everything with which contact 
is established. This material can be sparingly used (foliage treated 
to the point of a light dew) under well establishf'd trees. Treat-
ments must be !'l'peated if survivors arc present. 
3. Borax compounds. There an· several borax compounds which, 
if used according to dircctiom on the container, give good control 
of poison ivy. All arc soil sterilants. They cannot be used under 
or near valuable shrubs or trees. 
4. 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T. 
(a) Foliage spray: 
Use either material or "brush killer" (mixture of 2-4-D 
and 2.+,5-T at the rate of 1 tablespoonful (12 cc) per 
gallon of water, per square rod. With a 4 lb. per gallon 
chemical concentrate this amount equals 2 pounds per 
acre. For large area spraying, use 2 quarts of 4 lb. mater-
ial per acre in as much water as the sprayer deli\'ers per 
acre. For spot spraying, u5e one quart per 25 gallons of 
\\ atcr and spray foliage until wet. The most susceptible 
time is the last t\\·o \\eeks in June and the fint t\\O 
weeks in July. Survivors should be retreated if necessary 
when regrowth is 4-6 inches high. Avoid all spray drift 
to other desirable vegetation. 
(b) Basal treatment: 
U sc one quart of ''brush killer" per 5 gal. of fuel oil and 
spray poison ivy bushes or vines to runoff any time 
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during the dormant season, spraying 15 inches of basal 
growth to runoff in case of climbing ivy on posts or 
trees. If "wrap" treatment is used to save the tree, soak 
cloth thoroughly in the "brush killer" -fuel oil solution, 
wrap around ivy vines but avoid contact of solution 
with tree. 
It is highly advisable that when any eradication is undertaken, 
only persons of high resistance to the plant do the work. This 
precaution will save needless pain and expense. Allow nature to 
eliminate the debris. If any burning of dead ivy plants is done, 
stay out of the smoke. \Vhenever work is contemplated, choose 
cool days and work slowly. Use rubber boots and clothes which can 
be thoroughly washed in strong laundry soap solutions before be-
ing worn again. All equipment used in the eradication work should 
be thoroughly washed in strong soap solution before being stored 
or used again. 
With the chemicals and spraying equipment now at our dis-
posal, it is possible to eliminate this plant from all areas such as 
city and state parks, fences, roadsidt'.s and various camps and 
recreation areas where the general public is likely to come into 
contact \\·ith the plant. Such elimination will save much human 
suffering and expense. 
low A AGRICULTURAL ExPERIMENT STATION 
lowA AGRICULTURAL ExTENSION SERVICE 
IowA STATE COLLEGE, AMES, lowA 
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